








 

 

The above results are for labor directly employed by builders and remodelers.  In residential 
construction, a substantial share of the physical work is performed by subcontractors, who employ on 
average 11 employees, based on NAHB’s member survey data.  Yet the same surveys indicate that 
subcontractor shortages are even more widespread than shortages of labor employed directly by the 
general contractors.  



 

 

 

 



Comparing trends for labor directly employed by builders since 1996 shows that the industry has never 
faced such shortfalls as it does now.  Averaged across the 9 trades covered during that period, the share 
of builders reporting a shortage of labor hit a record of 76 percent in October 2021.  This is significantly 
higher than the previously reported peak of 67 percent at the end of the 1990s, when the country was 
going through an extended period of GDP growth above 4 percent which had driven the unemployment 
rate down to under 4 percent. And it is much higher than the 45 percent reached during the housing 
boom of the mid-2000s, when the industry needed to find enough labor to build 2 million homes a year. 

 

Given this historically widespread shortage of labor, along with shortages and spiking prices of building 
materials and a severe problem of finding lots to build on, it sadly comes as no surprise that NAHB’s 
standard measure of housing affordability has dipped to its lowest level in a decade.1  

Increasing Female Participation in the Construction Trades is One Key to Solving Industry Labor 
Shortages 

To meet the housing labor demand, the construction industry needs to place 740,00 workers into 
construction jobs each year for the next three years, or 2.2 million net hires from 2022 through 2024.2 

 

 
1 https://www.nahb.org/news-and-economics/press-releases/2022/05/home-builders-warn-of-significant-
affordability-declines 
2 https://hbi.org/wp-content/uploads/Spring-2022-HBI-Construction-Labor-Market-Report.pdf 



 

Women make up a small, but growing share, of construction employment, rising to around 1.17 million 
in 2020.  Women make up 10.9% of the share of construction employment, up from 10.3% in 2019.3 

In the wake of the Great Recession, the number of female construction workers declined sharply by 
almost 30 percent to 807,000 by 2010.  A slow recovery occurred with the total expanding to around 
970,000 by 2017, 14% below the pre-recession peak.  The number of women in construction only 
recovered back to those pre-recession levels in 2019.  

According to the Current Population Survey, women in construction are mostly involved in occupations 
such as office and administrative support, management, business, and financial operations.  Sales and 
office occupations employed the largest number of women within the construction industry. 

 
3 https://eyeonhousing.org/2021/09/american-construction-10-9-of-employment-is-women/ 



 

While construction and maintenance occupations account for the largest number of employees in 
construction—and this is where more workers are needed—women comprised only six percent of that 
workforce.  More improvement is needed here.   

We are hard at work to increase this through our job training arm, the Home Builders Institute (HBI).  
Women comprise 15 percent of the students in HBI’s nationwide training programs, well above the 
percentage represented in the industry overall.  To reach more women, HBI has launched an aggressive 
campaign to promote a more positive perception of the construction industry.  

The campaign includes a strong focus on women who traditionally have been repelled by what they 
perceive as the industry’s overly macho image. This is one of the many barriers to entry women have 
faced well before the pandemic. HBI advocates for management practices that lead to more inclusive 
and respectful workplace environments. HBI has also advocated for greater collaboration between the 
industry and building and trade unions, who share our commitment to greater diversity in the trades.  

There are some positive signs of growing interest generally in the trades.  Early this month, HBI 
announced that the number of U.S. secondary schools embracing trade skills curriculum is growing.  For 
decades, technical education has taken a backseat to the college-bound track, which has kept millions of 
young students from considering a career in the trades.  HBI has experienced more than a 300-percent 
increase in the number of schools licensing its trade skills curriculum since the start of the pandemic.   




